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GARNERED SHEA VES

PART I

The reason why the serpent is especially supposed to
impart a knowledge of the language of birds appears from
a folk-lore conception of the origin of serpents. According
to Democritus as reported by Pliny,1 serpents are generated
from the mixed blood of diverse birds. This explains why
serpents should understand the language of birds ; they do
so because they are blood relations of birds, having the blood
of birds in their veins. If we ask why serpents are thought
to be formed of the blood of birds, we may conjecture that
the idea originated in the observation that serpents eat birds
and birds' eggs. Hence on the folk-lore principle that in
eating of an animal's flesh one absorbs the animal's mental
qualities, (i) the serpent acquires the bird language, (2) any-
one who eats a serpent also acquires the language of birds.
From the language of birds to the language of animals in
general is not perhaps a long step in folk-lore. The idea
that birds are pre-eminently talkers appears in the practice,
observed by some Turkish tribes in Asia, of giving to children

1 Pliny, Nat. Hist. x. 137. The
reader may well be startled at finding
folk-lore biology attributed to Demo-
critus, one of the most enlightened
men of antiquity, who in his con-
ception of physical causation stands
nearer the most modern physicists than
any other of the ancients. Some of
the ancients themselves were staggered
by the portentous absurdities fathered
on the philosopher, and justly sus-
pected that some of the works which
passed for his were spurious. See
Aulus Gellius, x. 12 ; Pliny, Nat. Hist.
xxx. 10. Grounds, I believe, could be
shown for holding that some of the
worst of these absurdities are taken
from the works of Bolus the Men-
desian, a nominal adherent of the
school of Democritus, especially from
his work, On Sympathies and An-
tipathies. It is directly stated by
Columella (vii. 5. 17) that a work of
this writer was falsely attributed to
Democritus. The Sympathies and Anti-
pathies of Bolus are probably the
source of the nonsense put down to
Democritus in the Geoponica; and as
one of the charms there ascribed to
the philosopher (xiv, 5) consists in the

use of the name Adam, we may suspect
that Bolus the Mendesian was ac-
quainted with the Jewish writings, to
which as an Egyptian he might easily
have access. He would thus belong
to the Alexandrian age. Obviously
the idea that, serpents being formed
from the blood of birds, anyone who
eats a serpent will understand the
bird language would be perfectly in
place in a folk-lore work on " sym-
pathy and antipathy ". The passage
in Columella would seem to show that
Suidas is wrong in distinguishing
between Bolus the Democritean and
Bolus the Mendesian; for a work of
Bolus the Mendesian could hardly
have been ascribed to Democritus if
the writer had not belonged to Demo-
critus' school. Unless, indeed, we
suppose that Bolus the Mendesian
was confounded with Bolus the
Democritean and the latter with
Democritus. This is perhaps the
preferable hypothesis; for Bolus the
Mendesian was (according to Suidas)
a Pythagorean philosopher, and the
Pythagorean school gave more scope
for folk-lore than the Democritea.n,